The paper analyzes a competitive position of Serbia as a destination in the regional tourism market. The regional market includes Serbia's neighboring countries enhanced by Austria, Slovenia and Greece to provide a better view of the competitive landscape of the Southeast European region, herein termed the "Extended Balkans". The gap analysis was applied to the selected number of global secondary indices to highlight the differential effects that impact Serbia's position in different domains and categories, which in turn, has a profound effect on Serbia's ability to attract, delight and retain visitors. The emphasis of this theoretical paper is placed on the concept and methodology rather than on the selection of indices. The paper caters to both practitioners and academics by contributing to the literature on destination competitiveness through the lens of the positioning theory.
INTRODUCTION
In today's tourism destination marketplace, countries are increasingly striving to attract more visitors, fulfill their expectations and prompt them to talk about their impressions and, ultimately, repeat their positive experience. Therefore, countries are looking for ways, tools, practices, and marketing strategies to track and guide their activities in order to achieve the desired performance levels. Tourism is the world's third largest industry, after fuels and chemicals, accounting for 10% of the world's GDP, 7% of the world's total exports, employing one in eleven people worldwide and growing at an annual rate of 4-5% (UNWTO, 2016) . Despite the fact that tourism is susceptible to the world's crisis scenarios, it is an industry that bounces back quickly.At the global scale, tourism is an opportunity and a source of wealth for the humanity in the years to come. However, the complex and multifaceted nature of the tourism industry, due to large number of stakeholders and diversity of challenges and experiences, makes the industry both promising and a risky venture for participants on either the demand or the supply side.
Many countries consider tourism to be almost the entire source of their economic output (Maldives, Seychelles, etc.) . It is a significant income generator in developed countries, and a challenge for developing countries (Montenegro, Croatia, Slovenia, Hungary, etc.) . Moreover, for most developing countries, it still remains an elusive goal, an unexplored venture and an opportunity on hold. Europe continues to lead the tourism market with 620 million arrivals in 2016, followed by Asia & the Pacific with 303, the Americas with 201, Africa with 58 and the Middle East with 54 million arrivals. In 2016, Northern Europe, Central and Eastern Europe, and Southern Mediterranean showed an increase in arrivals by 6%, 4% and 1% respectively (UNWTO, 2017) .
Serbia inevitably finds itself in the middle of the tourism market that is substantially growing, but the question remains as to whether it is maximizing its opportunities in comparison to the region and, consequently, global trends. The paper elaborates on how Serbia measures up against other countries in the region, and the region itself, and what strategic options it has at its disposal. The problem with many countries is the lack of index measurement system in place that will track a country's position against the competition (Dupeyras & MacCallum, 2013) . The Travel and Tourism Competitiveness Index (TTIC) places Serbia at 95th position out of 141 countries. The same report ranks Serbia 35th in Europe, only ahead of Albania and Moldova. The TTIC index, although an useful and good starting point, presents only a small part of the big picture, since it uses the same set and type of dimensions and indicators for each country. In this paper, we argue that each country should adopt its optimal and unique set of indices and indicators, as a measurement set, one that will address tangible and intangible specifics of a country, and use them for positioning of the country as a destination. The argument supports the notion that every country is comprised of a unique set of features and attributes that constitute its identity. In addition, those attributes constitute an authentic perception that creates an image offered to visitors. It is the reputation or image of a country that visitors take with them back home, as a perception of the experience they obtained while consuming the country's resources. Consequently, people talk about their experiences and consider them when planning their next trip.
Therefore, the problem appears to be in the selection and interpretation of measuring instruments that will more closely match the specifics and intrinsic attributes of the region. Consequently, in addition to the TTCI indicator, we propose several additional global empirical indicators to take part in measuring, evaluating and tracking of Serbia's performance as a tourism destination. The proposed set of indicators is by no means exhaustive, but rather a good starting point, which will be fine-tuned and improved over time. The emphasis is actually on the gap analysis for tracking and interpreting the difference between optimal points in order to better formulate point-of-parity and point-of-difference evaluations and strategies.
LITERATURE REVIEW
The effective positioning of a country as a destination is more critical today having in mind that tourism markets are becoming increasingly competitive. Popesku (2011) argues that the competition among tourism destinations reflects the competitive nature of all other human activities, thus suggesting that the competitive capability of a tourism destination points to the levels of the socio-economic development and the quality of life in a tourism destination. Similarly, a more comprehensive argument can be found in the sustainable nature of destination 3 competitiveness manifested in the social, economic and human aspects (Popesku, 2011) .
The reason for being competitive is not only the fact that tourism markets are becoming substitutable as they are mushrooming at the high rate, and offering new locations and experiences (Pike, 2005) . Some estimates suggest that over 70% of the tourists visit up to 10 countries, mostly those within short or mediumhaul distances. Only 30% are left as a potential segment willing to explore more countries and travel farther away (Morgan et al., 2002) . However, there has been a lack of consensus when it comes to defining the concept behind the destination brand as an ultimate positioning construct by both practitioners and scholars (Park et al., 2006) . From both supply and demand side, the destination brand is considered a (1) set of brand elements, (2) set of associations of expected experiences as a result of visitors' consumption of destinations' assets, (3) bridge between cognitive, affective and conative elements between the brand and visitors, and (4) means to reduce risk and the search cost (Blain et al., 2005) . Therefore, destination branding and positioning brings benefits to both sides of the spectrum, leading ultimately to higher arrivals and receipts and more importantly to visitors' loyalty (Aaker 1991 (Aaker , 1996 . Besides increasing profits to local businesses stakeholders and tourism routers, destination marketing organizations (DMOs) can enhance loyalty and ultimately compete with other destinations on the basis of difference and parity (Kotler & Keller, 2012) . On the other hand, travelers use brand identity to lower search cost, match their perceived notions with expected experiences, reduce risk and enhance the overall value of the service via co-creation.
The area that has recently gained a lot of interest among academics and scholars is tracking destination brand positioning performance over time. This is an activity that tracks gaps between the actual destination brand performance and the position intended by the brand identity (Morgan et al., 2002) . Furthermore, the importance of the gap analysis is to facilitate (1) increase in investments by DMOs, (2) increase in competition, (3) adjustment of positioning of the brand image and (4) increase in accountability by DMOs to stakeholders. In general, many marketing research initiatives have pointed to the lack of instruments to measure marketing performance effectiveness of the destination objectives (Pike, 2009) . In 2004, the journal Place Branding and Public Diplomacy was launched by Anholt (2004) to address the vacuum between academic, research, scholar and public communities related to place branding as opposed to tourism destination branding. The place branding is a wider concept that besides tourism includes exports, trade, human development, public policy, cultural, historical and sport dimensions, hence all the elements of a nation. Pike (2009) , in his review of 74 publications, has pointed to nine different research gaps related to the brand destination. Among those mentioned, he pointed that the gaps in literature exist for measuring destination brand performance over time suggesting that Aaker's (1991 Aaker's ( , 1996 and Keller's (1993 Keller's ( , 2002 concept of customer-based brand equity (CBBE), which Konecnik & Gartner (2007) used to measure brand performance, is gaining attention. On the other hand, Aaker (1996) points that the objective should be for visitors to remember the destination for the right reasons. Furthermore, he discusses if the destination comes to mind when thinking about travelling, since travelers tend to narrow down the number of choices to four. Keller (2013) suggests that destinations to be considered must project strong, favorable and unique associations.
Many scholars and academics agree that the most empirical and theoretical research effort was geared towards brand equity of products (Konecnik & Gartner, 2007) , while many agree that the service side of the destination
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Since tourists value destinations based on how they are perceived by visitors, a customer-based brand equity concept emerged as a frontrunner, as the underlining concept for the model of measuring and tracking the destination value. Therefore, the image, rather than any other brand equity dimension, attracted the greatest attention of the research community (Gartner & Ruzzier, 2011) . Similarly, Lee et al. (2015) argue that for creating strategies, programs and plans, destination image enunciate convenient measuring dimension. According to Schroter & Schwekendiek (2015) , national image is a resource that can be explored from the point of democracy, social stability, security, cultural attractiveness, power, economic development, protection of law and trade. Also, Ritchie and Crouch (2010) argue that cost-to-value ratio augmented by attractiveness and competitive position are responsible for creating positive, favorable and unique feelings in the consumers' minds about the consumed products and services or those expected to be consumed. They further argue that the cost is a vital indicator for destinations to create an expectations effect.
Similarly, Mihailovich (2006) suggests that destination brands must exhibit strong efforts in gaining lasting positive relationship and trust with visitors. Globalization is a phenomenon that puts the country or nation's reputation into the front row of the global tourism destination arena (Buhmann & Ingenhoff, 2013; Go & Govers, 2011) . Globalization is far from being fair, but has a significant impact on how countries communicate, trade, influence opinions and attitudes about them (Vardar, 2013; Ashworth & Kavaratzis, 2010; Buhmann & Ingenhoff, 2013) . Therefore, a very common argument among scholars is how to use country's image as an instrument to facilitate a country's development. Many academics agree that nations should adopt country brand positioning strategy (Brand Finance, 2015; Anholt, 2004) . Furthermore, a county's positioning strategy must match government interests, political strategies and the capability of organizations responsible for a country's positioning (Marruti & Tench, 2015) . Therefore, governments are increasingly interested in making their country brands more sophisticated in value and attractiveness. The governments are looking into fund development, promotions, management, performance levels to gain higher ground advantage over the competition when it comes to negotiations, political debates and discussions (Anholt, 2004) . Moilanen and Rainisto (2009) argue that countries can benefit from the marketing positioning theory when it comes to promoting a country's brand in the destination markets. However, despite the large number of country destination models, a number of scholars and practitioners agree that there is still no comprehensive model for positioning a country as a destination brand (Marruti & Tench, 2015) . The number of models and related literature is constantly increasing, but one-model-fits-all is still a long way ahead. Buhmann and Ingenhoff (2013) argue that in order to develop a model that will comprehensively capture all aspects of the country's positioning, it is necessary to include constructs such as aesthetic, scenic and attractiveness aspect. In addition, there are many researchers who believe that country's brand positioning is a multifaceted and multilevel concept.
There are numerous models for global positioning of a country based on its perceived image. Anholt's GfK Roper National Brand Index, Future Brands' Country Brand Index, CBSI's Fabiutti & Tench (2015) , the dimension analysis of indices revealed that tourism is identified as a major dimension followed by immigration, governance, investments, exports, culture and heritage, economy, trade and people. At the same time, science, technology, sports, quality of life, value system were less associated with the people's perception of a country brand. Many scholars agree that perceptions and attitudes, though left out from the evaluation of the models, are an essential part of every country's brand model (Fetscherin, 2010; Dupeyras & MacCallum, 2013 ). According to Dupeyras & MacCallum (2013) , a mix of future, current and past oriented indicators should be considered to ensure more accurate measurement of the tourism destination competitiveness. This is also in line with the OECD Tourism Committee position. Difficulties in selecting indicators, combined with the view on decision making process related to the country's brand positioning in the future, are cited as the main reasons for selecting a diverse set of indicators, leading the OECD to suggest the use of Travel & Tourism Competitiveness Index and Nation Brand Index (Dupeyras & MacCallum, 2013) .
Only a few countries have put in place country-to-country competitiveness measures to monitor their position in the global tourism markets (Marruti & Tench, 2015) . Even though most countries use Travel & Tourism Competitiveness Index and Country Brand Index (Future Brand, 2015) , the ideal number of indicators may vary from country to country (Marruti & Tench, 2015) . Practitioners and schars have produced a significant body of literature on the countries' brand models from both business and research perspective. The business aspect is concerned with valuations of the performance, receipts, arrivals, rankings, improvements, image levels and public impression of the country (Buhmann & Ingenhoff, 2013; Marruti & Tench, 2015) .According to Kotler and Keller (2012) , a holistic approach must be used when determining which variables and corresponding indicators to use to correspond to internal, integrated, relational and performance dimensions of a country's positioning model.
EXTENDED BALKANS REGION
The region selected for the analysis is based on the neighborhood criteria, so called "Extended Balkans", and comprises the countries that are immediate neighbors of Serbia and former Yugoslav republics, which are geographically located in the Balkan region. Austria is added to the list because of its proximity to the region, as well as for its leading role as a tourism destination, as shown in Fig. 1 . Receipts (Source: www.pinterest.com) .
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Teodorović M., Popesku J.  Serbia's competitive position in the regional tourism destination market figures, respectively. In 2014, the leader in the region was Austria with 25 million arrivals and $20 billion in receipts, followed by Greece and Croatia, which collected $18 billion and $10 billion in receipts, respectively. Globally, the extended Balkan region accounts for 7.5% and 6.5% of the global arrivals and receipts, respectively. On the other hand, the region attracts 15% and 17% of the total European arrivals and receipts, respectively. Consequently, the region on average outperforms both European arrivals and receipts per capita growth performance. In recent years, South Eastern region has been gaining popularity among visitors, who in pursuit of new experiences and discoveries are looking into the region to satisfy their curiosity and fulfill their aspirations with a new, mystical, unknown world that is basically at their footsteps, just waiting to be discovered. However, the region is not uniform in its ability to attract visitors. As a matter of fact, there is a considerable difference between the top performing countries in the region, Austria and Greece, and the bottom ones, Macedonia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. The region is a $1.1 trillion economy with a population of 82 million, which in 2015 attracted 89 million visitors and cashed in $67 billions in receipts. Serbia's share was 1.1 million in foreign visitors and $1.3 billion in receipts or 1.16 % and 1.69% of the regional
METHODOLOGY
The database frame was developed based on the thirty-three global empirical indicators representing perceptions of different initiatives covering economical, social, environmental, human development, innovation, marketing and destination and tourism competitive aspects of the selected region. The indices of each country in the region are averaged and compared to those of Serbia. Analyzing how Serbia measures up with the average of each index demonstrates where Serbia stands in a particular category, as shown in Fig. 2 . The differences or gap levels, for each index between Serbia and the region, are plotted in the importance-performance map (IPM) analysis. The IPM, as an analytical tool, developed by Martilla and James (1977) , has a wide use in analyzing positioning in the destination marketing literature (Chen & Wells, 1999; Pike 2000 Pike , 2002 Dwyer, 2015) . To further analyze information presented in Fig 2. the IPM maps are utilized to highlight the hot spots and relevant points. The quadrants in the IMP map are filled out based on the performance level in the gap diagram shown in Fig. 2 , thus reflecting suggestions and opinions by different researchers and scholars from the literature review.
The gap analysis, as shown in Fig. 2 , shows that there is a significant negative outlook of Serbia's position based on the indices selected. It shows that Serbia falls significantly behind, on average 80%, in the areas of arrivals, receipts, national brand value, GDP and both in direct and total contributions of its tourism revenue to GDP. It is followed by negative levels of attractiveness, awareness, tourism expenditure and local purchasing power and low standard of living. On the other hand, Serbia shows competitiveness in price levels of groceries, restaurants, living and rent. However, all the benefits that Serbia offers as a destination do not seem to be enough to provide the attractive cost-benefit ratio for visitors. Furthermore, Serbia is about 15% below the region's mean for ecological footprint, investment attractiveness, and country risk, strength of the national image, destination competitivness, corruption, innovation and human development. Furthermore, Serbia's human well-being, economic freedom, social progress and happiness index are somewhat less negative, but still below the average for the region. On the positive side, Serbia scores higher on the population size, state of the environment, global safety and inflation. Population and country size are one of the prerequisites for higher national brand value. The significance of the overall Serbia's position is captured in the IPM table, as shown in Table 1 .
THE OUTLOOK
The first quadrant of the IMP map identifies the performance in the most significant areas that constitute the back bone of the positioning elements of Serbia as a destination. The map shows that Serbia is falling behind in the majority of indicators that are deemed important in the analysis. In particular, the most severe gaps, 80% below the region's average, are in the level of foreign receipts and arrivals, contribution to GDP, and the national brand value. This indicates that Serbia has not sufficiently integrated tourism into its national and global strategic development programs. On the other hand, the gap of 40% in economic wellbeing, attractiveness, awareness, sustainability and investments indicates that Serbia is lacking efficient and effective integrated marketing communication programs combined with a favorable business climate that will attract foreign investments, both green-field and brown-field. This leads to the lack of attention to the environment, unattractive investment climate, undeveloped infrastructure and the overall low standard of living. Serbia as a destination is slow to effectively advertise its attractiveness and, consequently, scores very low on awareness, i.e. 25% below the region's average. Its most known locations are Belgrade, Novi Sad, and the winter/summer resorts Kopaonik and Zlatibor, but the rest of the country's cultural, archeological, historical, scenic and hereditary treasure is relatively unknown to the global community. Furthermore, Serbia has not clearly defined its points-of-parity and points-of-difference positioning strategy and is not explicit on its frame of reference in the region (Kotler & Keller, 2012) . In terms of corruption index, Serbia is 12% below the region's average and its national brand strength is on average below 16%. The negative gaps continue in single digits for innovation, freedom of doing business and human development.
The second quadrant shows areas that are important and in which Serbia performs well and measures up better than the region. Serbia's impact on the environment is at the region's average or slightly better. That can be explained by undeveloped economy rather than environmental friendly practices. On the other hand, Serbia is a relatively safe place to visit, with the low risk of unexpected catastrophic events. Furthermore, low cost of accommodation is an attractive offer, but again, it is mostly the result of the weak demand and undeveloped supply.
The third quadrant outlines the areas of relatively low importance, not significant for Serbia's position even if Serbia does not perform well in those areas. It is worth mentioning that the price levels are about 25% below the region's average. The argument can be made that low prices attract visitors, but only if there are perceived benefits or reasons reasons (Aaker, 1996) . In other words, low price levels alone are not enough to attract visitors if there is no underlying value structure that creates the perception of getting value for money. On the other hand, Serbia's bio-capacity and satisfaction levels, even though below the region's average, are not considered to play a significant and relevant role in Serbia's positioning as a destination.
The fourth quadrant identifies areas in which Serbia excels, but without significant impact on Serbia's position. Inflation levels, although not severe, have little impact on the values of foreign currency and in some cases, can have positive effects on the attractiveness of Serbia as a destination. On the other hand, the size of the population is not considered significant in this study, at least not in the Balkan region. 
CONCLUSION
The center of gravity of the region, as presented in Fig. 1 , shows the above average performance at the outskirts of the region and the gap in the middle of the region with two countries, Macedonia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, falling significantly behind. On the other hand, Slovenia, with 2014 foreign receipts just under $3 billion, is expected to do much better, mostly because of its scenic, infrastructure, hereditary and cultural resources, as well as because of its proximity to Central and Western Europe.
Furthermore, the analysis shows that Serbia falls below the region's average according to twenty-nine out of thirty-three global indicators. The only pockets of the above average performance are in prices of accommodation, impact on the environment and global safety. The most significant finding of the paper is that Serbia does not have in place the tracking mechanism for monitoring its competitiveness, reputation, awareness and attractiveness of the position in the global tourism destination marketplace. In particular, it is evident that Serbia lacks a comprehensive strategy for improving its position in the region and globally. In addition to the high level strategy initiative, the herein conducted research reveals the areas where Serbia needs to improve its current position and standings. Those include awareness, attractiveness, contribution to GDP, value and strength of the country's brand, reputation, sustainable practices, corruption, legal and business climate, innovation, ease of doing business, human development and competitiveness. The holistic approach suggests that the overall improvements of Serbia's position will come as a synergy of advances in numerous different areas, which will contribute to the final and ultimate positioning of Serbia in the regional and global destination market.
